238                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                THE   HOME   OF   MANKIND
* explorers' as soon as they had found something valuable) carried
their boats across the Urals.
After leaving the Urals, another trek of half a year or so would
bring you to the Baltic. You would therefore have wandered from
the Pacific to the Atlantic (for the Baltic after all is merely a
branch of the Atlantic) without ever having left fairly flat coun-
try. And all that country would have been part of a plain which
covers almost one-third of Asia and one-half of Europe (for it
connects with the great German plain which only stops when it
reaches the North Sea) and which suffers from the tremendous
physical disadvantage that it looks out only upon the Arctic
Sea.
That was the curse of the old Russian Empire, which during
/hundreds of years spent most of its blood and treasure upon costly
and useless efforts to reach * warm water'; and it is one of the
greatest handicaps of the U.S.S.R. (the Union of Soviet Socialist
Republics, the political successors to the ancient and defunct house
of Romanov) which is not unlike a structure consisting of eighty
floors and eight thousand rooms, but with no other means of
entrance or exit than two little windows connecting with the fire-
escape of the third floor rear.
The Russian * plain' is forty times as large as France and one
hundred and sixty times as large .as England, and nearly three
times as big as Europe, and it contains one-seventh of all the land
of our entire planet. Its main river, the Lena, is as long as the
Congo. Its second biggest river, the Ob, is as long as the Hwang-
Ho. Of its lakes and inland seas, the Caspian in the west is twice
as large as Lakes Superior, Huron, Michigan, and Erie combined.
The Aral Sea in the centre is four thousand square miles larger
than Lake Huron, while the Baikal Lake in the east is the largest
fresh-water basin of Eurasia.
The mountain peaks in the south, which cut this plain off from
the rest of Asia, rise to a height which compares well with the
highest summits of North America, for Mt McKinley in Alaska is
20,300 feet and Mt Elbruz in the Caucasus is 18,500 feet. The
coldest spot on the surface of the earth is found in north-eastern
Siberia, and the part of the plain that lies well within the Arctic